Chaos theory as a planning tool for community-based educational experiences for health students.
Educational and community health systems are social systems composed of a group or collection of entities for which there is a unifying principle. The purpose of this paper is to briefly explain chaos theory and to apply it to the Interdisciplinary Rural Health Training Program (IRHTP) as a case study. The IRHTP is an existing rural, community based educational program for baccalaureate and graduate health care students. Chaos theory attempts to understand the underlying order in processes that appear to not have any guidelines or principles. These processes typically involve the interaction of several elements over time. Chaos theory provided the university with a method of anticipating the natural flux between order and chaos to allow the system to function at its highest level. To thrive in such a complex dynamic environment the authors recommend application of Ockerman's Five Factors.